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Abstract 
The objective of the postgraduate module, ‘International Management Competencies’, is to give students the opportunity to 
understand and develop for themselves employability skills and competencies required in international management. Reflective 
practice, as advocated by Bolton [1], Hedberg [2] and Francis and Cowan [3], is the main tool of self- development offered to 
students. They maintain a Learning Log, compose a self- evaluation of the development of their international management skills 
and competencies and engage in SMART development planning. Tutors were concerned that for many international students, 
who are the majority on this module, this form of reflective assessment is outside their educational and cultural norms and 
experience, putting them at a disadvantage. The authors' research project was to investigate whether culture has an impact on 
ability to engage with and succeed in reflective writing. 
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1.  Higher Education Context 
 
The increased number of international students in UK HE over the past 10-15 years has had a significant impact on 
Higher Education, Verbik [4]. As identified by Turner [5] the internationalisation of Higher Education is now a key 
phenomenon and driver within the academic sector. This has given rise to new pedagogic questions about the way 
we can effectively teach and support both home and international students in their learning. The research of 
Campbell [6]; De Vita, [7,8,9], and others looks at the ways universities can manage this diversity and ensure 
quality of learning for all students but there is limited work with regard to the assessment of and for learning in 
multicultural courses. 
 
Reflective approaches to Learning, Teaching and Assessment (LTA) are becoming increasingly adopted within UK 
HE, particularly in the context of the skills development and employability agendas Moon [10]. 
Reflection is understood to be ‘the active process of examining your own experience in order to purposefully learn’ 
Amulya [11]. Engaging in reflection is a vital part of learning for university students and its practice should be 
embedded in course design, Quinton and Smallbone [12]. Reflective practice is therefore regarded by the 
researchers as an essential skill for business management, for good CPD practice in any profession and for 
maximizing benefit from an international postgraduate course of study. The work of Tuson [13], highlights how 
reflective writing can be introduced to International students and evaluates the perceived benefits. 
© 2013Published by Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved 
Available online at www.sciencedirect.com
© 2013 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd.
l ction and pe r eview under responsibility of Prof. Dr. Ferhan Od başı
Open access under CC BY-NC-ND license.
Open access under CC BY-NC-ND license.
957 Diane Rushton and Chris Duggan /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  93 ( 2013 )  956 – 963 
 
The main objective of the research was to investigate whether different cultural educational approaches impacted on 
student's ability to understand and engage fully in reflective writing. The findings would inform the development of  
LTA strategies and the development of contextualised materials, to support international students in reflective 
writing, for the postgraduate module, International Management Competencies (IMC).  
 
2 Sheffield Business School Context 
 
(IMC) is a core first semester module for 160 postgraduate students studying for a master's award at Sheffield 
Business School (SBS) at Sheffield Hallam University (SHU), in International Business Management or Managing 
Global Business. New cohorts begin both courses in September and January.  Students on the two courses are 
culturally diverse coming in 2011/12 from 26 countries in Africa, Europe and Asia. UK students compose about 5% 
of the intake. For the vast majority, (in 2010/11, 90%) English is not their first language.  
The IMC module is the main vehicle for developing interpersonal, academic and management skills. Reflective 
practice is used in the module to enable students to engage more effectively in their personal and professional 
development. Opportunities for this development occur within the module’s taught sessions and required 
coursework. Students are also encouraged to take up and learn through reflection from opportunities that arise 
throughout their experience of studying on the course and living and working as international students in Sheffield, 
UK.  
Students are made aware through the lecture programme, of the theoretical framework of Kolb’s Learning Cycle 
Kolb [13].Kolb’s framework has been selected as it describes a practical process in which the students can engage. 
Understanding and application are facilitated by seminar activities.  More simple stages of experience and 
observation are encouraged before more abstract stages of conceptualization, then the creative requirement of 
experimentation. Students are required to engage in reflective activity through   formative and summative 
coursework. Assessment criteria relate only to the process of reflection being demonstrated. There is no assessment 
of content. (Appendix 1 & 2). Moon [10] recognises the debate about "whether we are assessing the content of the 
reflective learning or the reflective process itself." 
 
Assignment 1 Learning Log (Formative assessment) 
Students keep a learning log relating to their whole SBS postgraduate experience. This records reflections on the 
development of the student's knowledge, attributes, skills and competencies relevant to a future career in 
international management. In the light of this reflection students will identify a particular competence for 
development over the ensuing six weeks and will devise and then implement a SMART development plan. The Log 
is assessed after six weeks and returned to students the following week to allow them to benefit from feedback-feed 
forward. 
 
Assignment 2 Self-Evaluation and Development Plan (formative and summative assessment) 
At the end of module students undertake a self-evaluation of their attributes, skills and competencies relevant to a 
future career in international management. This evaluation relates to relevant academic literature and is evidenced. 
Student's review and evaluate their progress in relation to the logbook SMART development plan. They conclude 
with a SMART development plan relating to the remaining duration of their course. 
 
3. Our reflection on the effectiveness of the module 
 
The Annual Module Review process, informed by feedback from students and academic staff generated a number of 
insights and issues for the module team’s reflection. 
 
• Seminar attendance was consistently high 
• Students engaged enthusiastically with activities 
• Students value the learning  
• Students enjoy the teaching 
• Students find aspects of the assessment challenging 
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Indicative comments extracted from subsequent research questionnaires are: 
 
 ‘without reflection all of your knowledge and experience can maybe pass wastefully’ Vietnamese student 
‘how to reflect on events appropriately so that as an international manager I can make meaningful 
solutions to problems’ Nigerian student 
‘reflective practice has really helped me in assessing my motives and actions’ Indian student 
 
• Staff  noted that reflective writing tended to demonstrate less depth and sophistication than the academic 
writing for this and other modules 
• Staff suspected that cultural characteristics and educational experience impacted on students ability to write 
reflectively 
• Some Chinese students focused on theory relating to management skills rather than self-reflection 
• Some Indian students kept a factual narrative diary  
• Many students work lacking application of theory to practice 
• Referring to Kolb’s framework, Active Experience and Reflective Observation were evident. Abstract 
Conceptualisation and Active Experimentation were less evident 
• SMART plans were sometimes vague or over ambitious 
• Specific practical measures for development were missing from SMART plans 
The module team reflected on these observations and sought explanation with a view to improving the LTA of the 
module.  
 
4.  Research Methodology 
 
Over a twelve month period qualitative and quantitative research approaches have been adopted to investigate two 
main factors that the Annual Module Review indicated had impact on student’s experience and performance. These 
two factors are culture and the IMC module’s teaching, learning and assessment approach 
 
4.1 Questionnaires 
 
A questionnaire has been developed by the researchers and completed by the September 2010 and January2011 
cohorts of students studying the module, (Appendix 1). This has been analysed according to country of origin, 
looking to identify the typical responses of each cultural group. 
 
4.2 Focus Groups 
 
On completion of the module focus groups have been held with students from the September2009 and January 2010 
cohorts. These have included students from Nigeria, Libya, Ghana, China, Taiwan, Pakistan, India and Germany. 
Discussion focused on: 
• their understanding of  the purpose of reflective writing 
• their perception of the value of reflective writing 
• the difficulty/ease of reflective writing 
4.3 Statistical analysis 
 
Assessment marks for both reflective assignments submitted by September 2010 and January 2011 cohorts have 
been subject to statistical analysis to investigate possible correlation between country of origin and mark. 
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5. Findings 
 
Common themes emerged from detailed content analysis of the questionnaire returns and focus group discussion. 
Student comments in relation to these themes are all drawn from the questionnaires. 
 
5.1 Culture 
 
Students from all cultures experienced degrees of difficulty in reflective writing. The following quotes illustrate this: 
• ‘It is not easy at the first time but when I started it became easy’ Libyan student 
• ‘Being part of the course makes it compulsory to reflect (some students might not reflect at all if it was not 
compulsory)’ Indian student 
• ‘I have done one other piece of reflective work but I did not get a good mark for it so wasn’t looking 
forward to writing this’ British student 
The Libyan student’s comment illustrates the fact that written reflection was not familiar in their educational culture 
but with exposure to reflective writing in a safe environment they could engage with this practice. The Indian’s 
approach was pragmatic, looking to please tutors and gain good marks. The British students’ previous experience of 
reflective practice had not been positive and they too faced difficulty. 
 
5.2 Previous experience 
 
Our assumption that international students had not engaged in reflective writing at undergraduate level and did not 
know what it was about was shown to be incorrect Many had experience in educational and professional fields. Pre-
sessional courses in the UK and in student’s home countries, designed to prepare students for western Masters 
Courses, often include reflective elements. Experience of employment in Multinational Corporations invariably 
involves reflective Continual Professional Development (CPD) activity. 
• ‘When I studied in NCUKPMP I reflected my learning and wrote log book every week’ Chinese student 
• ‘Yes I have reflected on my experience at carrying out a research work' Nigerian student 
• ‘Yes, I have some previous experience (work experience), but it was professional’ Moroccan student 
5.3 Language and communication 
 
Language and communication issues proved to have the most impact on the nature of the difficulties that student 
encountered.  Module Evaluation Questionnaires across the two masters' courses, indicated that this was a common 
issue on all modules. IELTS 6 English is this minimum course requirement. Students are proficient in business and 
academic English but don’t have the sophisticated vocabulary required for personal reflection. The level of their 
analysis appears to be hampered by language and communication skills. This causes common frustration as they 
cannot demonstrate the full depth of their understanding or make a contribution equal to their true ability 
• ‘I cannot really express clear what I want to show out’ Chinese student 
• ‘Difficult to find the words for my own thoughts and impressions’ Bulgarian student 
• ‘Really easy. I grew up in a family where reflective practice was put into practice’ BUT ‘English can be a 
real barrier in explaining.’ Belgian student 
 
5.4 Preparation and Support 
 
Having received student feedback it is evident that students appreciate and value the module’s reflective approach. 
However, the researchers became very aware of the need to teach thoroughly the skill of self-reflection and 
reflective writing and not assume that it came naturally. Moon, (2004) observes that in many languages there is no 
word for 'reflection' as used in western academia. Students need substantial practice and practical support in the 
classroom to enable their effective engagement with this process. In addition to theoretical teaching and 
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underpinning, students need examples, practice and immediate supportive feedback- feed forward on relation to 
reflective practice.  
The researchers' had assumed that the personal nature of the activity would require confidentiality and prevent 
sharing in the classroom. However student’s comments have indicated a willingness to share and to learn from each 
other in collective activities.   
• ‘most knowledge in this module need to be practiced … otherwise we cannot really understand’ Chinese 
student 
• ‘put into practical practice what has been taught, learnt and discovered’ Nigerian student 
• ‘actually I like this module and teacher’s experience on it but I suggest that IMC might be a workshop type 
module’ Azerbaijan student 
6. Statistical Analysis 
 
Statistical analysis of the marks for both cohorts in 2010 and 2011 0nd both reflective assignments showed, in the 
majority of cases, a significant difference between Chinese students and the mean of the cohorts and between South 
Asian subcontinent students and the mean of the cohort. Other national groups were not subject to this analysis due 
to small numbers (Appendix 4). 
 
7. Action resulting from findings 
 
In the light of research findings and subsequent module reviews in 2011 and 2012 the following changes have been 
implemented. 
• Delivery of the module changed from a traditional lecture / seminar format to active learning, student 
focused workshops 
• In the workshops theoretical underpinnings and practical learning activities are delivered through tutor and 
student led input and activities which enable the development of reflective practice. For example, students 
are encouraged to draw upon reflection on their own experience and observations when offering a critique 
of journal articles relating to cross cultural issues 
• Guest lectures from business practitioners demonstrate reflection on their practical experience of 
international management competencies 
• Directed essential reading and critique of the literature informs in depth student understanding of the 
sophisticated process and the practical value of reflective practice 
• Formative assessment is being redesigned to negate the constraint of English ability. The reflective learning 
log may be expressed in the student’s first language and through any medium such as images, sound and 
artefacts. Researchers are exploring the opportunities of this new initiative 
• Students have the opportunity to share outcomes with colleagues and thus benefit from collective reflection 
Nyhan, B. [15] 
• The summative assessment was maintained in its current form  
 
8.The way forward  
 
Several areas present themselves for further research and development. 
 
8.1 Dissemination of reflective approaches across the whole course 
 
 In their second semester students take the International Consultancy Project (ICP) module. Culturally diverse 
student groups undertake international business research projects for local, national and international clients. The 
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students' performance has the potential to be significantly enhanced by application of the reflective ability and 
personal awareness that has been developed through the IMC module. In particular, teamwork is more effective 
when members are aware of their own abilities and approaches to project management and the contrasting 
approaches and skills of others. The researchers' current focus is on transferring learning about the application of 
reflective skill from the first to the second semester module. 
 
8.2 Continuing professional development 
In line with global higher education developments with regard to employability, reflection is an essential tool. Jenny 
Moon, (2004) recognises that reflection has many roles in employability, 'it is important to recognise the more 
general role of reflection as an essential basis for good quality (meaningful) learning … it transcends other aspects 
of employability, it is an assumed quality of graduates'. The researchers intend to explore how students can embed 
their rich self-awareness in online professional profiles using their learning from IMC and ICP. 
 
9. Conclusion. 
 
In Sheffield Business School's International Business Group the cultural diversity of both the postgraduate student 
cohort and the academic cohort are strong. Currently 29% of academic staff are non- British nationals from African, 
Asian and mainland European countries. Deeper reflective practice by students and staff is enabling an increasingly 
positive impact on cultural intelligence Early and Mosakowski[16]. This enhances students' international 
management competence and thus international employability.  The researchers will seek to develop LTA strategies 
that enable students to exploit this opportunity even more effectively. 
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Appendix 1 
Assessment Criteria Assignment 1   Logbook 
Learning Outcome Under 40% Pass Merit Distinction 
Demonstrate 
reflective ability in 
relation to the task. 
Insufficient 
reflection. 
Reflection evident. Competent and 
objective 
reflection. 
Incisive, 
comprehensive, 
sophisticated 
reflection. 
Produce a viable 
development plan 
No viable 
development plan 
is produced 
Viable 
development plan 
produced. 
A viable, well-
articulated plan 
with SMART 
goals produced. 
Actions identified 
are synthesized 
into a clear and 
reasoned action 
plan for personal/ 
professional 
development. A 
comprehensive, 
well-articulated, 
SMART plan is 
developed.  
 
 
Appendix 2 
Assessment Criteria Assignment 2 Self Evaluation and Development Plan 
Learning Outcome Under 40% Pass Merit Distinction 
Undertake self -
evaluation of 
attributes, skills and 
competencies 
relevant to 
international 
management. 
 
No relevant self -
evaluation. 
Self -evaluation in 
limited areas 
presented. 
Competent 
objective self-
evaluation. 
Comprehensive, 
objective and 
sophisticated self-
evaluation. 
Employ relevant 
theoretical concepts 
and frameworks.    
 
 
 
No relevant 
theoretical 
concepts or 
frameworks. 
Employment of a 
limited number of 
relevant concepts 
and frameworks. 
Rigorous 
employment of a 
wide range of 
relevant concepts 
and frameworks. 
Critical 
employment of 
relevant concepts 
and theoretical 
frameworks 
including some 
from beyond the 
taught module. 
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Appendix  3 
 
May2011   Reflective practice questionnaire 
   
Name ………………………………………..          Nationality    ……………………………….    cohort 
…………… tutor ………………………. 
 
• What is your understanding of reflective practice? 
 
• Have you any previous experience of reflective assignments (academic / work experience) or was this new 
to you? 
 
• What was easy about completing the IMC Logbook and Self-Assessment assignment? 
 
• What was difficult? 
 
• What did you learn from the experience? 
 
• Why do you think that reflective activity is part of the course?  What are the intended benefits? 
 
• Do you have any suggestions for developing your management skills and self-awareness on the IMC 
module? 
 
Appendix 4 
 
Analysis of marks by nationality for both reflective assignments, both cohorts of students 
2010/2011 
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